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Towns are usually thought to develop slowly. The advance of trade
or industries, the growth of population, the emergence of hinter-
lands, all take time. The histories of the economic growth of towns
emphasize the long term. While acknowledging the general truth of
this view, it is clear that the pace of urban economic expansion is
not always slow. Towns do experience periods of accelerated growth
in particular circumstances. Newcastle reacted to the demand for
coal from London in the sixteenth century; Bristol emerged in the
seventeenth century as a major Atlantic port; Glasgow grew rapidly
in the eighteenth century on the profits of New World tobacco and
Lanarkshire coal." Sometimes development can be more rapid still
when provoked by a particular stimulus. It is argued in this paper
that a charter granted to Liverpool in 1695 provided just such a
boost to the town. It established a council which actively promoted
political, ecclesiastical, and economic improvement, and is notable
for building a pioneering wet dock.” This important external
economy encouraged the overseas trade of the port and in the
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early decades of the eighteenth century the town began to rival
Bristol in commercial importance.’

The activity of the new council after 1695 built on the often
remarked locational advantages of Liverpool. The port’s proximity
to Ireland and ready access to the Atlantic meant that it was well
placed to carry western trade.* Its remoteness from France gave it a
relative freedom from privateering during times of war, though at
some periods the hazard was real enough. Most important, its
hinterland provided valuable raw materials, coal and salt, and
increasingly—as river and canal improvements were made in the
eighteenth century—manufactures from the Manchester region, the
Staffordshire potteries, the West Riding woollen industry, and even
the Midlands.” Against this favourable background, political action
and commercial enterprise acted as a catalyst for the town’s rapid
development from a small town to a major entrepot.

The charter of 1695 vested political power in the hands of a small
group of merchants who demonstrated remarkable cohesion. They
shared a common commercial interest in trade of enormous
potential with Ireland, Virginia, and the West Indies, and intelli-
gence about commodities, ships, ports, and privateers. Some were
bound by family ties and others by friendship and affection. They
also co-operated in developing the town. The establishment of a
parish for the first time in 1699, planning for the redevelopment of
the castle site after 1704, building the dock between 1709 and 1715,
and leasing land for the first major expansion of the town on the old
heath were their most notable initiatives in the reigns of William III
and Queen Anne.” The period was a turning point, when the course
was set for the town’s eighteenth-century development.
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Before 1695 the corporation demonstrated little cohesion or
autonomy. The town was much influenced by neighbouring land-
owners, the earls of Derby, Viscounts Molyneux, and the Moore
family of Bank Hall.” It invariably accepted the earl of Derby’s
nominees for its members of parliament.” Moreover, in the politic-
ally uncertain relations between Restoration government and
towns, Liverpool lost what independence it had as a result of a
charter of 1677 which added fifteen outsiders to the council,
gentlemen who were intended to guarantee a pro-court corpora-
tion.” The townsmen who served on the late seventeenth-century
council were a mixed group, with craftsmen, merchants, and
mariners in roughly equal proportions.'’ Such a variety of interests
perhaps inhibited a corporate will. The town certainly played a
limited role in political events like the Exclusion Crisis of 1679—
81."" Nor did the corporation take any significant measures to
improve the port at a time when town merchants were beginning
to engage in transatlantic trade.'

The charter of 1695 fundamentally changed the situation. It was
granted in the wake of an election fraud perpetrated by Mayor
Alexander Norres in December 1694, when he returned Thomas
Brotherton, the Tory candidate for M.P., who had polled 15 votes,
instead of Jasper Maudit, the Whig candidate, who had polled 400.
The town Whigs petitioned for a new charter, and William IIT issued
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it in August, naming an elderly Whig merchant, Thomas Johnson,
as mayor, together with forty councillors."” Behind the royal
expressions of affection in the charter lay an awareness of the
strategic importance of Liverpool as a port. In April 1689 Liverpool
had been used to embark regiments under Major-General Kirk and
Sir Thomas Hanmer for Londonderry, and the co-operation of the
town was a recent memory.'*

The charter of 1695 put new men in charge of the town. All
twenty-five councillors listed as attending the first meeting in 1697
at which a roll was called were newcomers. None had appeared in
1694, the last council before the charter when councillors were
listed. All the new men were townsmen, not outsiders. Moreover,
they included a greater proportion of merchants than before 1695.
In the decade before the charter there were few identifiable
merchant councillors, only two in 1687 for example. By 1697
there were eight; a decade later (in 1708) there were some fourteen,
together with twelve who, though not described as merchants,
engaged in overseas trade. Traders had quickly become the majority
interest on the council."” Their rise was helped by a clause in the
charter of 1677, confirmed in 1695, requiring mayors, bailiffs, and
councillors to be chosen by the council rather than the freemen. The
council thus co-opted new members.'® The merchant councillors of
1695 recruited business friends, and a narrow governing group
developed which lasted until reform in 1835. It is not surprising, of
course, to find an oligarchical town government dominated by
merchants, for that was the norm in eighteenth-century towns.
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